



Teaching and learning English vocabulary 












Although	 the	 problem	of	 teaching	 and	 learning	 vocabulary	 has	
experienced	 a	 great	 development	 in	 the	 last	 decades,	 in	 the	
contemporary	context,	teaching	vocabulary	knowledge	is	still	a	major	
challenge	 on	 all	 levels.	 The	 present	 article	 attempts	 to	 tackle	 and	
solve	some	of	the	issues	encountered	by	both	teachers	and	students	
in	 the	 classroom	 regarding	 vocabulary	 knowledge.	 This	 article	




observation,	 and	 student	 survey.	 Different	 methods	 produced	
significant	variations	 in	achievement	scores,	and	the	data-collection	
instruments	 showed	 that	 students	 had	 a	 preference	 for	 the	
Vocabulary	Box	and	selected	the	Kick	Me	Activity	as	a	second	choice.	
This	 empirical	 study	 produces	 findings	 linked	 to	 the	 interaction	 of	
students	 with	 different	 dynamic	 and	 stimulating	 tasks	 that	






in	 the	 teaching	 of	 foreign	 languages	 and,	 in	 particular,	 vocabulary.	
Societal	 changes	 and	 the	 progress	 of	modern	 science	 are	 reflected	
primarily	 and	 directly	 through	 vocabulary.	 This	 research	 presents	
several	 questions	 that	 need	 to	 be	 addressed	 when	 thinking	 about	




The	 main	 objective	 of	 this	 article	 is	 to	 identify	 students’	
perceptions	 on	 vocabulary	 using	 a	 survey	 (table	 1).	 The	 second	
objective	 is	 to	 implement	 new,	 dynamic	 and	 interactive	 tools	 for	
teaching	 English	 vocabulary	 in	 a	 Spanish	 context.	 These	 vocabulary	






359	efficiency	 and,	 also,	 to	 look	 for	 alternatives,	 in	 case	 they	 do	 not	
achieve	the	target.		
IV.	Material	and	method	
An	 eminently	 practical	 and	 dynamic	methodology	 is	 applied	 to	
pre-reading	and	post-reading	stages.	Students,	as	protagonists	in	the	
construction	 of	 their	 vocabulary	 learning,	 must	 participate	 actively	











language	 laboratory	 with	 good	 acoustic	 conditions,	







communicative	 approach,	 cooperative	 learning	 and	
interaction	
Vocabulary	Survey	
To	 begin	 with,	 a	 structured	 survey	 was	 undertaken	 to	 identify	
what	students	thought	about	learning	English	vocabulary	in	general.	
In	order	 to	collect	evidence	 from	many	students,	a	 survey	 tool	was	
created	(Table	1).	A	relatively	large	sample	group	of	79	students	was	
gathered	to	provide	a	range	of	results.	The	survey	was	conducted	in	
IES	 Bovalar	 with	 75%	 students	 who	 speak	 Spanish	 as	 L1,	 and	 25%	









































361	representative	 sample	 of	 pupils	 as	 a	 whole.	 The	 study	was	 carried	
out	 in	 the	 following	 period:	 27/04/2015	 –	 30/04/2015.	 The	 groups	
that	were	 investigated	 included	boys	and	girls	between	 the	ages	of	
13-18.	 Therefore,	 the	 survey	 provided	 data	 on	 general	 vocabulary	
knowledge	 and	 acquisition.	 We	 have	 chosen	 only	 a	 few	 questions	









2.	 Do	 you	 believe	 that	 your	














Regarding	 the	 first	 question,	 the	 acquisition	 of	 vocabulary	 in	
language	 learning	 is	 as	 essential	 as	 numbers	 are	 in	 mathematics.	
Furthermore,	 looking	 at	 the	 percentage	 rate	 (99%	 for	 yes),	 it	 is	
evident	 that	 the	 relevance	 of	 vocabulary	 for	 pupils	 is	 very	 high.	
Moreover,	the	effort	of	the	teachers	to	cultivate	in	students	a	taste	
for	 new	 vocabulary	 is	 greater,	 and	 it	 is	 reflected	 in	 the	 survey	
answers	that	students	are	aware	of	the	importance	of	 learning	new	
vocabulary.		
Regarding	 the	 second	 question	 on	 the	 survey,	 Schmitt	 and	
McCarthy	 stated	 that:	 «recent	 research	 has	 confirmed	 more	 and	
more	strongly	what	 language	teachers	have	always	known:	that	the	
mother	 tongue	 has	 a	 considerable	 influence	 on	 how	 the	 second	
language	is	learnt	and	used»	(1997,	160).	Therefore,	the	influence	of	
the	 mother	 tongue	 is	 very	 important	 when	 learning	 vocabulary	 in	
another	 language,	 as	 Schmitt	 and	 McCarthy	 state:	 «the	 mother	
tongue	can	 influence	the	way	second-language	vocabulary	 is	 learnt,	
the	way	 it	 is	 recalled	 for	use,	and	the	way	 learners	compensate	 for	
lack	of	knowledge	by	attempting	to	construct	complex	lexical	items».	
(1997,	179).			
The	 fourth	 question	 highlights	 that	 vocabulary	 knowledge	 is	
acquired	 with	 the	 help	 of	 new	 technology,	 such	 as	 computers,	
iPhones,	iPads	and	iPods.	The	findings	in	Table	2	show	that	a	majority	
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however,	 only	 29%	 of	 students	 prefer	 other	 materials	 to	 improve	
their	 vocabulary.	 Electronic	 devices	 brought	 a	 vast	 range	 of	
possibilities	 to	 the	 educational	 plan,	 particularly	 in	 the	 field	 of	
learning	vocabulary.	Some	of	the	benefits	of	those	devices	are	to	give	
students	 instant	 feedback,	 portability,	 and	 fun.	 Therefore,	 using	
electronic	 devices	 is	 a	 convenient	way	 for	 students	 to	practice	 and	
learn	new	vocabulary.		
Finally,	 the	 sixth	 question	 explores	 the	 students’	 opinion	
regarding	the	amount	of	English	vocabulary	that	they	possess.	Some	
















When	 it	 comes	 to	 the	 strategies	 column,	 the	 results	 in	Table	3	
show	 that	 more	 than	 half	 of	 the	 respondents	 —56	 out	 of	 79	
students	—	think	they	can	improve	their	English	vocabulary	with	the	
help	of	games.	This	can,	at	least	partially,	be	attributable	to	the	study	
style	 encouraged	 by	 their	 English	 teacher,	 Alicia	 Garcia	Martí,	 who	
implemented	different	games	and	strategies	that	foster	the	students’	
motivation.		





Hence,	 results	 in	 Table	 3	 show	 that	 students	 seem	 to	 prefer	
learning	 vocabulary	 through	 games	 and	 translation.	 Knowing	 the	
famous	proverb	that	«A	picture	is	worth	thousand	words»,	teachers	
should	consider	and	apply	this	reflection	in	their	teaching.	However,	




has	 identified	and	contributed	 to	 the	discovery	of	 the	opinions	and	
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want.	 Unlike	 traditional	 methods	 of	 teaching	 foreign	 language	
vocabulary,	 modern	 methods	 involve	 interactivity	 and	 a	 direct	
participation	of	 those	 trained	 in	 the	 teaching-learning	process.	One	
of	 the	 most	 useful	 interactive	 methods	 for	 learning	 a	 modern	
language	 and,	 particularly	 new	 vocabulary,	 is	 the	 incorporation	 of	
games:	 «to	 memory	 and	 performance	 benefits,	 games	 and	
interactive	 learning	 methods	 have	 important	 social	 benefits	 for	





activity	 or	 sport	 played	 according	 to	 rules».	 The	 present	 section	
focuses	 on	 a	 number	 of	 advantages	 that	 students	 can	 experience	
with	games	while	also	learning	new	vocabulary.		
As	 mentioned	 above,	 games	 have	 multiple	 advantages	 for	
students,	 especially	 when	 they	 learn	 new	 vocabulary	 in	 English.	
Firstly,	games	have	the	effect	of	motivating	pupils.	In	this	respect,	Ali	
Sorayaie	 indicated	that:	«games	can	 lower	anxiety,	thus	making	the	
acquisition	 of	 input	 more	 likely.	 They	 are	 highly	 motivating	 and	
entertaining,	 and	 they	 can	 give	 shy	 students	 more	 opportunity	 to	
express	 their	 opinion	 and	 feelings»	 (2012,	 253).	 Therefore,	 games	
have	the	power	of	motivating	and	challenging	students	in	an	exciting	






and	 the	 production	 stages	 of	 learning.	 Used	 in	 this	 way,	 they	




364	Thirdly,	 according	 to	 Harmer,	 games	 are	 one	 of	 the	 teacher’s	
tools	that	can	lead	to	the	assimilation	of	words	much	easier,	creating	
a	relaxed	learning	environment:		
Games	are	 a	 vital	 part	 of	 a	 teacher’s	 equipment,	 not	only	 for	 the	
language	practice	they	provide,	but	also	for	the	therapeutic	effect	
they	have.	They	can	be	used	at	any	stage	of	a	class	 to	provide	an	
amusing	 and	 challenging	 respite	 from	 other	 classrooms	 activity,	
and	 are	 especially	 useful	 at	 the	 end	 of	 a	 long	 day	 to	 send	 the	
students	away	feeling	cheerful	about	their	English	class	(1983,	94).	
In	the	same	line,	Thornbury	states	that:	«useful	games	are	those	
that	 encourage	 learners	 to	 recall	 words	 and,	 preferably,	 at	 speed»	
(2002,	102).		




deviation	 from	 their	 usual	 class	 activities.	 In	 this	 case	 the	 didactic	
game	can	be	used	to,	either	start	a	discussion,	in	order	to	«break	the	
ice»,	 to	 highlight	 competitive	 features	 of	 participants,	 or	 to	 review	
some	concepts	studied.		
However,	 if	 the	 games	 are	 not	 well	 explained	 by	 the	 teacher,	
they	cannot	be	played	well	 and	achieve	 the	proposed	goals.	 In	 this	
regard,	 Thanh	Huyen	 and	 Thu	Nga	declare	 that:	 «games	 cannot	 be	
successful	 if	 the	 teacher	 does	 not	 explain	 the	 tasks	 and	 roles	 of	
students	clearly	in	playing	games»	(2003,	12).					
Many	 researches	 argue	 that	 games	have	 a	powerful	 impact	on	
students;	 however,	 teachers	must	 take	 into	 consideration	 different	
aspects	 when	 they	 implement	 games	 in	 the	 class.	 For	 instance,	
Thornbury	states	that:	«many	word	games	deal	solely	with	isolated	–
rather	 than	 contextualized–	 words,	 and	 often	 require	 only	 shallow	




of	 vocabulary	 games,	 in	 order	 to	 gain	 information	 regarding	 the	
students’	 satisfaction	 and	 acquisition	 of	 new	 vocabulary.	 Below	we	
will	 list	two	types	of	games	and	when	they	can	be	used	as	part	of	a	








last	no	 longer	 than	 five	 to	 ten	minutes.	This	warm-up	game	can	be	
applied	at	the	beginning	of	a	class.	The	teacher	asks	every	student	to	
pick	a	word	 from	the	box	and	 then	 translate	 it	 into	Spanish.	At	 the	
end	of	the	class,	the	teacher	provides	students	with	a	piece	of	paper	
onto	which	 they	write	 their	 newly	 acquired	word	which	 they	 then	
put	it	into	their	so-called	«Vocabulary	Box».	
We	 did	 this	 activity	 for	 a	 month	 during	 my	 internship	 at	 IES	
Bovalar	 at	 the	beginning	and	 the	end	of	our	 classes	with	 the	 three	
different	groups	that	we	taught.	What	we	found	interesting	was	the	
fact	that	one	student	wrote	the	same	word	five	times	on	the	piece	of	
paper	 to,	 perhaps,	 retain	 the	 word,	 whereas	 another	 student	
returned	 a	 blank	 piece	 of	 paper,	 arguing	 that	 he	 had	 not	 learnt	
anything	 in	 the	 lesson.	 However,	 what	 really	 surprised	 us	 was	 the	
students’	attitude	towards	this	activity.	One	day	when	we	forgot	to	
offer	 them	 the	 game,	 they	 reminded	 us	 by	 saying:	 «When	 are	 we	
doing	the	Vocabulary	Box?».	This	activity	can	be	used	as	a	warm-up	
to	check	what	students	remember	from	the	previous	lesson.		




their	 participation,	 interest,	 enthusiasm,	 and	 for	 creating	 a	 good	





This	 game	can	be	 implemented	at	 all	 levels	 and	at	 any	age.	As	
this	research	was	based	on	a	specific	task	called	«Kick	Me	Activity»,	
we	chose	three	different	classes	of	the	same	level	(A	B;	C,	E;	and	D),	
in	 IES	 Bovalar,	 Castelló	 de	 la	 Plana,	 Spain.	 There	were	 43	 students	
between	 the	 ages	 of	 11	 and	 15,	 and	 their	 level	 of	 English	 can	 be	
classified	from	elementary	to	intermediate.		
The	three	groups	were	chosen	because	we	considered	the	task	
adequate	 for	 their	 level.	Moreover,	 they	were	 some	 of	 the	 groups	






introduced	 the	 activity,	 there	were	 only	 10	 students	 (6	 boys	 and	 4	
girls).	 The	 tutor	 commented	 that	 in	 this	 course	 the	 students	 had	 a	
lower	 level	 of	 English	 than	 in	 the	 other	 two	 groups.	 Students	 gave	




only	12	 students	 (2	boys	and	10	girls)	were	present	on	 the	day	we	
performed	 the	 task.	 Even	 though	 this	 class	 had	 more	 reluctant	
students	 regarding	 the	 subject,	 it	worked	better	 than	with	 the	 first	
group,	as	they	enjoyed	doing	the	task.		
The	 third	 group	 (2nd	 ESO	 D)	 consisted	 of	 20	 students	 with	 17	
students	 (11	 boys	 and	 6	 girls)	 present	 on	 the	 day	 of	 the	 activity.	
Despite	being	a	 larger	group	 t,	 the	expectation	was	higher,	as	 their	
level	of	English	was	better	and	their	interests	very	well	defined.	Most	
of	 the	 students	 tried	 their	 best	 using	 English	 as	 their	 vehicular	
language	 during	 this	 activity.	 Furthermore,	 their	 tutor	 mentioned	
that	 this	 group	 was	 more	 responsible	 and	 engaged	 in	 the	 English	
Subject.	
	The	objectives	of	the	Kick	Me	Activity	are:	this	game	is	used	 in	
the	 post-reading	 stage,	 to	 learn	 new	 vocabulary,	 students	 have	 to	
match	 the	 words	 with	 their	 exact	 definition	 and	 it	 can	 be	
implemented	 in	any	subject.	The	Kick	Me	activity	was	developed	 in	
the	 post-reading	 stage,	 and	 it	 encourages	 movement	 in	 the	 class,	
increasing	 focus,	 engagement,	 and	 retention	 of	 information.	 The	
teacher	 gives	 the	 students	 a	 handout	 where	 there	 are	 some	
definitions	on	the	right	side	of	the	paper,	and	they	have	to	find	the	
missing	 words	 on	 the	 left	 side	 for	 those	 definitions	 (Table	 4.).	
Therefore,	 students	 have	 to	 find	 the	 answers	 to	 blanks	 on	 the	
worksheet	 by	 looking	 at	 the	 words	 that	 the	 teacher	 put	 on	 the	














	 an	 irrational,	 excessive,	 and	





	 A	 specialist	 is	 a	 person	 who	 has	 a	










	 is	 a	 psychological	 treatment	 that	























Phobia	 an	 irrational,	 excessive,	 and	
persistent	 fear	 of	 something	 in	
particular.	
Arachnophobia	 an	abnormal	fear	of	spiders	
Specialist	 A	 specialist	 is	 a	 person	 who	 has	 a	






Exposure	Therapy	 is	 a	 psychological	 treatment	 that	










right,	 and	 corrects	 the	 errors.	 When	 implementing	 this	 activity,	
teachers	have	to	take	into	account	several	criteria	such	as:				
• Considering	 not	 only	 the	 students’	 level	 of	 English	 but	
other	 factors	 too,	 such	 as:	 motivation,	 amount	 of	
previous	knowledge,	social	situation,	geographic	location,	
cultural	 level,	 genetic	 features	 (some	 have	 an	 innate	
intelligence	 –	 predisposition	 to	 learn	 new	 languages),	
age,	etc.		
• Time	 is	 a	 crucial	 factor.	 This	 activity	 cannot	 last	 more	
than	 ten	 minutes,	 as	 the	 students	 lose	 concentration,	
interest,	etc.		
• Number	 of	 students	 (amount).	 Within	 a	 large	 class	 the	
activity	works	better	(15-	30	students).	
• The	 classroom	 environment	 in	 general	 —	 affective	










the	 attitudes	of	 students,	 and	what	 they	 actually	 learnt	 during	 this	
activity.	To	observe	what	positive	and	negative	outcomes	come	from	









Regarding	 the	 students’	 reactions	 towards	 the	 activity,	 there	
were	 different	 types	 of	 responses	 depending	 on	 their	 class,	 mood	
and	 interests.	 Firstly,	 in	 the	 classes	 C,	 E,	 we	 observed	 that	 their	
reactions	were	 quite	 normal,	 even	 though	 they	 seemed	 somewhat	
excited	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 activity.	 Secondly,	 in	 class	 A,	 B,	
students	were	not	enthusiastic	at	all,	perhaps	because	they	were	not	
interested	in	the	theme,	or	perhaps	they	felt	somewhat	lethargic	(it	
was	 Friday).	 Thirdly,	 in	 class	D,	most	 of	 the	 learners	 (15	out	 of	 17)	
were	very	interested	and	curious	about	«Kick	Me	Activity»	and	tried	
their	best.	They	seemed	to	be	perseverant	with	finding	the	answers	









positive	 or	 negative	 participation	 in	 the	 activity.	 This	 task	 provided	
an	 alternative	 to	 represent	 the	 students’	 level	 of	 engagement,	 on-
task	 response	 and	 peer	 interaction.	 For	 example,	 these	 responses	
could	be	reproaches	regarding	the	activity,	or	positive	remarks	about	
doing	similar	activities	in	other	classes.	We	calculated	the	percentage	
of	 their	 positive	 and	 negative	 comments	 regarding	 the	 task.	 The	
result	 was	 that	 in	 class	 D	 most	 of	 the	 research	 students	 (70%)	
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370	thought	that	during	the	task	they	participated	more,	as	they	did	not	
feel	 any	 pressure	 from	 the	 teacher	 side.	 We	 would	 say	 that	 the	
students	actively	engaged	in	this	activity,	even	the	shy	ones.	
By	 contrast,	 in	 class	 A,	 B,	 some	 of	 the	 students	 did	 not	
participate	 the	way	we	 expected.	 They	 tended	 to	 speak	 in	 Spanish	
about	 unrelated	 topics.	 For	 example,	 when	 we	 were	 approaching	
some	of	them,	they	were	talking	about	soccer.	Additionally,	 in	class	
C,	 E,	 students	 had	 a	 tendency	 to	 take	 more	 risks	 than	 in	 other	
classes,	 which,	 in	 a	 sense,	 helped	 them	 perform	 the	 task	 and	 be	
more	participative.		
We	would	 say	 that,	 based	 on	 the	 research	 data,	 the	 students	́	
participation	 was	 overall	 good.	 We	 realized	 that	 we	 had	 more	
interaction	with	the	students	on	the	days	that	we	did	these	types	of	
activities,	 which	 may	 indicate	 their	 preferences	 for	 these	 types	 of	
tasks.	What	 really	 surprised	 us	 was	 the	 participation	 of	 a	 student,	
who	during	the	observation	period	was	very	distracted;	however,	 in	









apart	 from	 providing	 fun,	 a	 relaxed	 atmosphere	 and	 curiosity,	 also	
developed	the	academic	performance,	and	this	was	reflected	 in	the	
final	 written	 exam.	 In	 this	 exam,	 there	 were	 different	 sections;	
however,	we	would	say	that	around	85%	of	students	were	successful	
in	the	vocabulary	section.		
To	 collect	 results,	 both	 quantitatively	 and	 qualitatively,	 we	
worked	 with	 the	 students’	 survey	 answers,	 and	 we	 kept	 an	
observation	 journal	 to	 monitor	 their	 involvement	 in	 vocabulary	
activities.	In	the	journal,	we	recorded	various	comments	made	by	the	
students	 regarding	 the	«Kick	Me	Activity».	For	example:	«Me	gustó	




Throughout	 this	 activity,	 students	 interacted	 with	 each	 other,	
and	 also	 learnt	 new	 words	 from	 each	 other.	 Regarding	 the	
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seemed	to	 learn	new	vocabulary.	This	game	encourages	vocabulary	
development	 and	 free	 expression,	 but	 it	 can	 also	 be	 used	 for	
vocabulary	revision	at	the	end	of	a	unit.		
This	 method	 is	 well	 suited	 for	 students	 with	 a	 lower-
intermediate	 to	 advanced	 level,	 because	 they	 can	 formulate	 more	
extensive	 definitions;	 hence,	 helping	 themselves	 with	 their	
accumulated	 vocabulary.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 take	 into	 consideration	
that	 the	 study	we	made	was	 limited	as	 to	 the	 student	groups,	age,	
and	time	factors.		
In	 summary,	 the	 «Kick	 Me	 Activity»	 makes	 the	 process	 of	
assimilation	of	new	words	more	 interactive	and	fun.	Therefore,	 this	




for	 instance,	 students	 might	 speak	 among	 each	 other	 about	 other	
things	 in	 their	 mother	 tongue,	 which	 creates	 minor	 chaos	 in	 the	
class.		
In	 consequence,	 «increasing	 vocabulary	 knowledge	 is	 a	 basic	




people,	 etc.	 Hence,	 there	 are	 many	 factors	 that	 foster	 the	
improvement	of	vocabulary.	The	present	study	tried	to	find	and	solve	
some	 of	 the	 problems	 that	 teachers	 and	 students	 face	 in	 the	
classroom	regarding	vocabulary	knowledge.		




Vocabulary	 Survey	on	 2	 ESO	 students,	with	 the	objective	of	 finding	
out	 whether	 the	 method	 of	 learning	 new	 words	 influenced	 the	
students'	 learning	 process.	 These	 procedures	 led	 to	 significant	
changes	 in	achievement	scores,	and	the	data	collection	 instruments	




Gunn	 Tim	 claimed	 that:	 «Few	 activities	 are	 as	 delightful	 as	
learning	new	vocabulary».	This	empirical	research	points	out	a	set	of	
interesting	 findings,	 of	 which	 the	most	 relevant	 are	 related	 to	 the	
interaction	of	students	with	different	dynamic	and	stimulating	tasks,	
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